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Studies of risk perception examine the opinions people express when they are asked, in
various ways, to characterize and evaluate hazardous activities and technologies. This rescarch
aims to aid risk analysis and 1 d making by (i) improving methods for eliciting
opinions about risk, (i) providing a basis for und and anticipating public resp

to hazards, and (iii) improving the communication of risk information among laypeople,

technical experts, and policy makers.
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INTRODUCTION

For people and institutions in industrialized
societies, the guestion “How safe is safe enough?”
appears likely to be one of the major policy issues of
the 1980s. The daily discovery of new hazards and
the widespread publicity given them is causing more
and more individuals to see themselves as the victims,
rather than as the beneficiaries, of technology. These
fears and the opposition lo technology that they
cause have puzzled and frustrated industry promoters
and policy-makers, who believe that the public’s
pursuit of a “zero-risk™ society threatens the nation’s
political and economic stability. Political Scientist
Aaron Wildavsky'" offers one expression of the tech-
nologists’ concerns:

How extraordinary! The nchest, longest-lived, best

mast with the
highest degree of insight into its own technology, is on
its way to becoming the most fnightened. Has there
ever been, one wonders, a society that produced more
uncertainty more often about everyday life? Is it our
environment or ourselves that bave changed? Would
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risk risk policy; acceptable risk.

people like us have had ths sort of concern n the
past? . today, there are rsks from numerous small
dams far exceeding those from nuclear reactors. Why
is the one feared and oot the other? Is it just that we
are used to the old or are some of us looking
differently at essentially the same soris of experience?

Over the past few years, a small number of
researchers have been attempting to answer such
questions by examining the opinions that people ex-
press when they are asked, in a variety of ways, to
evaluate hazardous activities and technologies. This
research aims (i) to discover what people mean when
they say that something is (or is not) “risky,” and to
determine what factors underlie those perceptions,
(ii) to develop a theory of risk perception that pre-
dicts how people will respond to new hazards and
management sirategies (e.g., warning labels, regula-
tions, substitutes), and (i) to develop techniques for
assessing the complex and subtle opinions that peo-
ple have about risk. If su.ccesst]ul this research should
aid policy-makers by improving communication be-
tween them and the lay public, anticipating public
responses to experiences and events (e.g, a good
safety record, an accident), and directing educational
efforts.
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— How safe is safe enough?
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